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FARMSTEAD WELL ASSESSMENT 
Richard o. Pope, 
Extension Associate, TEPA 
Iowa State University 
Introduction 
Agricultural management practices have increasingly come 
under general scrutiny as potential sources of water supply 
contamination. The 1987 Iowa Groundwater Protection Act set a 
goal of determining these potential contamination sources and to 
eliminate contamination and restore water quality to the greatest 
extent practical. One clearly documented path of Iowa 
groundwater contamination is through farmstead wells. Farmstead 
well assessment is an organized means to look at farm activities 
that involve either handling or generation of contaminants near 
the well head. 
The farm well 
Wells are structures designed to tap water supplies 
protected to varying degrees (depending on construction type, 
casing condition, and surface activities} by overlying soil and 
other geologic materials. But just as water can be pumped from 
the well, water and other contaminants can move down the casing 
to reach the local water supply. Many farmstead activities 
(pesticide handling, fuel storage and transfers, livestock manure 
handling} often occur near the well. Although no one is likely 
to pour pesticides or manure down the well intentionally, 
contaminants can accidentally get into the well from these 
activities. 
Assessment activities 
Before an operator can reduce the potential for farm well 
contamination, farm activities must be examined and evaluated for 
their contamination potential. This examination process is part 
of farmstead well assessment. Farmstead well assessment has two 
functions, awareness and corrective action. 
The purpose of awareness activities is to encourage each 
farm operator first to stop and think about what the family does 
in its farm operation and to identify those practices that can be 
changed to reduce the likelihood of well contamination. An 
example of an awareness activity is the workshop with its 
associated worksheet on pesticide handling and human exposure 
developed for the Private Pesticide Applicator Training program 
in Iowa. This worksheet is a modification of farmstead 
assessment materials developed jointly by Wisconsin and Minnesota 
Extension staff in cooperation with the u.s. EPA. The worksheet 
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is used individually or in group settings, and helps participants 
think about their own pesticide handling practices step by step. 
Effectiveness of this activity depends upon participants thinking 
about their pesticide handling process. Inexpensive improvements 
like anti-backsiphoning check valves or having a spill 
containment plan in place are simple to make - if the need for 
them is understood and acted upon. Management changes on a given 
farm aren't going to be made unless the farm operator does them. 
No one else can do it. 
The action aspect of farmstead assessment goes beyond 
awareness of possible well contamination problems. Specific 
information is generally needed to correct a known problem. In 
general, action activities require support from specially trained 
individuals to meet the specific problem. County public health 
officers, extension staff, and others have traditionally provided 
"action" type assistance to clientele. An example is a program 
that helps the farmer answer a question like " ... my well water 
test cames back positive for coliform bacteria, so what do I do 
now?" 
Conclusion 
Most practices identified to reduce well contamination 
potential are relatively simple and inexpensive. In many cases, 
plain old common sense will suffice. But to use common sense, 
you first must think about the situations you have on your 
farmstead. There is more to a well than the part you see. The 
well is a permanent structure that is different from the corn 
crib or barn or driveway, because it has a three dimensional 
location. The third dimension is the one we don't see -- down 
the pipe to a tappable water source. If there are activities on 
the farm that present major contamination routes, it is generally 
easier and more cost efficient to prevent well contamination than 
to cleanup or relocate a contaminated well. 
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